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LIFE STORY WORK AND SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE: A CASE 
STUDY WITH EX-PRISONERS LABELLED AS HAVING AN 
INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY 
Introduction 
 In common with other professions social workers have the power to articulate certain 
‘truths’ about the people who use their services (Hare Mustin, 1994).  These knowledge 
statements about people, often situated in case files may become the only background 
information of the lived experience for people with disability (Gillman, Swain, & Heyman, 
1997). Social workers need to develop interviewing, assessment and recording practices that give 
precedent to the worldview of service users, if they are to truly understand and respond 
effectively to people’s lives (Bigby, 2007).  One such way of doing this is by adopting a life 
story approach to working with vulnerable people, which can provide a holistic stance to a 
person’s social reality (Ortiz, 1985).  This article outlines the use of this approach in research 
with Queensland ex-prisoners who were labelled as having an intellectual disability.  By 
explaining the process used by the first author (hereafter known as the researcher), the 
methodological findings of this study illustrate how life story work can contribute to social 
work practice. 
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What is Life Story Work? 
‘Life story’ refers to a story fashioned by the individual that provides retrospective 
information about his or her life or a segment of that life.  The story does not usually include 
corroborative document evidence found in life history or oral history methods (Minichiello et al. 
1995).  The intent behind such an approach is for the story to be regarded not as fiction or a lie, 
but a product of the creative and personal insights of the person who tells their story (Atkinson, 
2007, p. 228).   
The reconstruction of the individual’s life story can become part of social work 
intervention by helping the person to make sense of important events and identify needed 
changes in his or her life (Shaw & Gould, 2001). Ochberg (1994) argues that life story work 
involves the creation of a new identity for the storyteller where past personal choices are 
identified by the person and are compared and contrasted with new possibilities for the future 
(Ghorashi, 2008). 
Social work has a continuing tradition of intimate and empathic helping relationships 
with groups of people who are marginalized by broader society (Banks, 2006).  The interviewing 
process in life story work is a rich ground for such work. It involves dialogical, interactive 
connections being made between people as the interviewer and the storyteller collaborate and 
produce the story together (Ghorashi, 2008).  In this way, life story work provides the space for 
individuals who are oppressed by society to have another person validate their feelings and take 
their words seriously (Walmsley & Johnson, 2003).  
Life Story Work with People with Intellectual Disability 
Life story work has been found to be particularly useful for people with intellectual 
disability (Atkinson & Walmsley, 1999).  The life story approach is similar to other 
qualitative research methods as it allows the interviewer to gather rich, in-depth meaning of 
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lived experience.  Life story work’s particular advantage is helping people to make sense of 
their lives in a chronological order.  It thus provides people with the opportunity to define 
themselves, their hopes and experiences in a given moment in time.  Life stories can dispel 
common disablist assumptions that people with intellectual disability are a homogenous group 
who have no capacity for understanding or relating their situation to others (Goodley, 2000).  It 
is for these reasons that writers such as Goodley et al (2004), regard life story work with people 
with intellectual disability to be emancipatory in nature.  The method recognizes the expertise 
people with intellectual disability possess with regard to their own lives and hence can add 
deeper understandings to social work practice forming the basis for innovative work in the area 
(Knox, Mok, & Parmenter, 2000).   
Imprisonment presents a particular challenge to eliciting personal stories of those 
incarcerated, not only because of physical confinement, but also the discursive confinement of 
the prison complex (McKendy, 2006).  The low social status of prisoners, and the difficulty of 
access to penal facilities creates many barriers to life story work (Wacquant, 2002). Life story 
work is usually more possible with ex-prisoners than prisoners and it presents an opportunity for 
participants to reclaim their voice and develop further understandings of themselves and their 
relationship with others (Maruna, 2001).   The individual has the opportunity to structure what is 
said and speak at length about his or her experiences (Pogrebin, Stretesky, Unnithan, & Venor, 
2006).  Trauma experienced can also be transformed into something more manageable and more 
akin to everyday life (Treacy, 1996, p. 132). 
The Circumstances of Ex-Prisoners with Intellectual Disability 
 The experiences of ex-prisoners with intellectual disability are of interest to social 
workers for several reasons.  Both Australian and international research has generally found an 
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over-representation of people with intellectual disability who have come into contact with the 
criminal justice system for alleged offending behaviour (Hayes, 2000).  Studies have reported a 
wide range of estimates from 1.3% to 40% of accused people in the criminal justice system 
presenting with an intellectual disability.  These numbers vary according to the methodology and 
diagnostic approach used (Holland, Persson, McClelland, & Berends, 2007; Jones, 2007).  In 
contrast, the prevalence of people with intellectual impairment in developed countries is 
estimated to be in the range of 1% to 3% (Einfeld et al., 2006).   
People experience significant social disadvantage resulting from imprisonment. This 
disadvantage is compounded by the presence of the disability and the needs that arise from this.  
Many prisoners with intellectual disability become victims of physical, emotional, sexual and 
financial abuse within the prison system (Mullen, 2001). Ex-prisoners with intellectual disability 
are likely to return to their communities after being further victimized, having little or no 
rehabilitation, severed or constrained family and social connections, and more diminished 
chances in finding employment and creating a stable, crime-free life for themselves (Baldry, 
McDonnell, Maplestone, & Peeters, 2006).  Gathering their insights and lived expertise assists in 
individual recovery from such harrowing experiences at a micro level and also informs social 
work practice and policy at a macro level. 
Life Story Work With Ex-Prisoners With Intellectual Disability 
The life story approach outlined in this article was part of a PhD study exploring the 
prison and post-prison experiences of adults who had been labelled as having an intellectual 
disability in Queensland.  The researcher interviewed ten ex-prisoners who had been given the 
label of intellectual impairment by a range of service providers and had spent time in an adult 
correctional facility in Queensland.  Several interviews were conducted with each person using 
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an in-depth and largely unstructured style.  This approach enabled people to describe their 
experiences within the correctional system and beyond, and the resources and strategies used to 
survive such experiences.  The research sought to answer the following key questions:  
• How do people labelled as having an intellectual disability interpret their 
experiences and their subsequent re-entry into the community? 
• What are some of the methodological considerations when engaging in life story 
research with ex-prisoners with intellectual disability?1 
This article focuses on the second research question concerning the “how” of life story 
work and its usefulness in social work practice. Results in terms of participants’ experiences 
are only introduced to illustrate the use of the life story method. 
The researcher’s work fell under the jurisdiction of the Corrective Services Act 2006, 
which requires researchers to obtain the approval of the Director General of Queensland 
Corrective Services prior to interviewing prisoners and parolees.  This approval was not granted, 
and participants were thus recruited through disability agencies, mental health facilities, and 
hostels and boarding houses from both Northern and South-East Queensland.  The research 
sample consisted of seven males and three female participants, with an age range from twenty-
six to sixty-eight years.  Participants were identified as having an intellectual impairment by the 
service systems they used. All were of Caucasian background; the length of time since being 
released from prison varied from one year to approximately twenty years; and the nature 
of their custodial sentences varied from short-term remand detention to long-term orders.   
The level of intellectual disability of participants was not specified by the agencies, 
and the researcher was not aware of potential participants’ names or contact details until 
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they agreed to talk to the researcher about the study. Potential participants were provided 
with an information sheet about the study written in Easy English and with photographic 
illustrations.  Some service agencies were reluctant to approach their clients usually 
because of the sensitive nature of the research, and therefore recruitment was a lengthy 
process. People had to be able to give their own informed consent to participate and hence 
had the capacity to understand the nature of the research and the ability to relate their 
experiences in broad terms.  
The Life Story Interview 
 There are communicative issues that are important for anyone doing life story work with 
people with intellectual disability.  The method is generally more suited to people with 
intellectual impairment who have enough verbal and cognitive skills to convey their stories, 
as was the case in this study.  For people who are non-verbal, communication by pictorial 
and other augmentative tools would be necessary.   
Some of the communicative issues in this study apply to narrative work with people 
with intellectual disability generally, and others are more specific to the sensitivities surrounding 
the lived prison experience of the narrators.  The accommodations made in this study could be 
incorporated in life story work with other groups of vulnerable people.  
Setting the Scene for Life Story Work 
 The researcher found the following steps useful in beginning the interview process with 
participants.  Details of the strategies that support these steps are explained later in this article: 
• Decide on the purpose of the story with the person being interviewed – what it is about, 
who the story is for, and who will have access to the final version of the story. 
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• Try to predict any issues that may arise for the person and make necessary 
accommodations 
• Consider contacting the person the day before a scheduled meeting to act as a friendly 
reminder 
• Have access to a number of different communicative tools which the person may 
effectively use, such as Easy English and pictorial cues. 
• Establish some boundaries and expectations about the process with the person and be 
prepared to review these at a later time to ensure understanding and agreement. 
• Think about a suitable and comfortable environment for the person that will allow them 
to talk freely. 
• Invite the person, if applicable, to choose a name for themselves, if the story is to remain 
de-identified.   
Many of these steps are likely to be ongoing in the life story process, and the interviewer will 
need to have a flexible outlook and a desire to learn from any challenges that may arise.  The 
remainder of this paper examines issues in terms of communication with ex-prisoners with 
intellectual disability. 
Communicative Issues 
 There may be many challenges for a social worker to elicit an authentic narrative from 
people with intellectual disability, and in this case, ex-prisoners with intellectual disability.   
Table 1 outlines in detail some of these issues that arose in this study: 
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 Table 1 
 Communication Challenges and Strategies Used 
Communication 
challenge 
Example   Strategies used to overcome 
challenge 
Impact of the 
interview context 
Leanne asked if we could go 
somewhere where we couldn’t 
be heard.  The worker was 
standing outside the hallway 
and Leanne was aware of this.  
Leanne asked me to talk to the 
worker about this, but he said he 
had to hang around for safety 
reasons.   
(Leanne was living in a secure 
institutional setting supported by 
two workers). 
 
 
In this particular situation, Leanne had 
been going through episodes where she 
was distressed and became physically 
violent.  Safety was an important 
consideration, but this compromised the 
privacy of the interview.  Time was 
given for the relationship to develop, and 
for the workers to feel comfortable with 
the interview process, so that eventually 
a private space was given to conduct 
interviews. 
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Communication 
challenge 
Example Strategies used to overcome 
challenge 
Expressive 
difficulties related to 
anxiety and/or 
sensitivity of 
interview content 
KYLIE: Oh I was charged for lots 
of different things.  Oh heaps of 
stuff.  Um… Oh heaps of stuff…. 
Like ah… Lighting fires and… 
ah… what was it…. ah… 
stealing… ah… [KE: Yep] a lot of 
stuff… like… police property…. 
Uh…  Uh… There’s a lot of other 
things.  [KE: Yeah yep] There’s 
heaps and heaps of stuff.  [KE: 
Yep] Heaps and heaps of stuff.  A 
lot of different other stuff.  I only 
did it when I get unwell.  When I 
get unwell [KE: Yeah], you know 
that’s what I do.  Like… That’s 
when I get unwell.   
 
Avoided discussing sensitive issues 
straight away until rapport was 
built; assessed the importance of 
the sensitive issue to the research 
aims and used less directive 
questions when gathering the 
information; participant developed 
her own strategies about talking 
about issues in more general terms, 
such as “some women self harm”; 
postponed topics until participant 
was ready; ensured participants had 
professional support such as 
counselling if needed. 
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Communication 
challenge 
Example  Strategies used to overcome 
challenge 
A concrete frame of 
reference and poor 
temporal orientation 
Damon:  My big long name 
cause I got the tape out hey, 
where I born, where I come 
from, my name all that at 
home on a bit of paper.  [KE: 
Yeah] I’ll try and get the paper 
up here 
(Damon could not recall the 
year he was born or how old 
he was) 
 
Respected the value of the participant’s 
narrative as a life account even if it was 
not temporally coherent; used a life map 
(see Figure 3) as a visual cue and to 
assist the person to order their story 
Submissiveness The second interview I had 
with Matthew was much 
harder than the first as we 
were getting to the nitty gritty 
of the matter and he didn’t 
seem comfortable talking 
about it.  Yet when I asked him 
if he wanted to continue, he 
said “yes”.   
I didn’t challenge Matthew directly 
about what seemed like reluctance to 
participate, but talked further with him 
about the voluntary nature of 
participation; Matthew explained he 
wasn’t in the best of moods because he 
hadn’t had much sleep;  rang Matthew 
prior to the next interview to check if it 
was okay for me to visit him. 
 
11 
 
 
Communication 
challenge 
Example Strategies used to overcome 
challenge 
Problems with 
credibility of 
responses – 
confabulation 
Mario talked about his new 
girlfriend in his first interview 
who he had met two days ago.  
This girlfriend had supposedly 
bought Mario a new boat, had 
stayed overnight with him.  The 
next day he said he hadn’t 
spoken to the girlfriend for a 
long time. 
The member checking process (see 
Figure 4) was a useful strategy when 
responses didn’t seem to make sense.  
The possible reasons for discrepancies 
in accounts were also incorporated in 
the data analysis.  With this participant 
the researcher sought consent to have 
his worker present for one of the 
interviews in order to clarify some of 
the sequencing and content of his story. 
 
Researcher 
influence 
KE:   And do you know your 
neighbours and that? 
KYLIE: Yeah I do yeah 
KE:   Are they good 
neighbours? 
KYLIE: Yeah they are 
good neighbours. 
 
Subsequently avoided the use of loaded 
questions to prevent acquiescent 
responses; used open ended questions 
to elicit more accurate responses. 
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Context of interviews 
 O’Connor and others (2008) introduce the idea of communication as being a process of 
transmitting, receiving and translating messages within an environment ‘which both contributes a 
message of its own and distorts the meaning of the message’ (p. 97).  This was an important 
consideration in conducting interviews with ex-prisoners with intellectual disability, and has 
been confirmed by other research that finds the type of residential setting a person with 
intellectual disability lives in can have a major impact on their pragmatic language skills (Hatton, 
1998a).  Sometimes there were considerable difficulties in finding appropriate places to conduct 
interviews (see Leanne’s example in Table 1).  Many participants came from chaotic “home” 
environments, which meant the interviews needed to be held in public places.  Other participants 
were located in secure settings where the presence of professional staff ensured the safety of the 
person and others, but compromised the privacy of the interview.   The researcher had to be 
creative and flexible in the interview process, sometimes negotiating new environments to talk 
and sometimes having to compromise the richness of the data because the environment was not 
conducive to in-depth discussions on sensitive issues. 
Expressive Difficulties 
 Difficulties in expression or articulation are commonly reported communication 
challenges for people with intellectual disability (Booth & Booth, 1996).  These difficulties in 
communication may reflect more than shyness or anxiety.   The person may have restricted 
language skills. They may have had past experiences of assessments and interactions with staff 
members or other people in authority that have taught them that their verbal responses and 
feelings are not valued (Dennis, 2002) (see example from Kylie in Table 1).    
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Sometimes expressive difficulties arose in the study due to the person’s health, or the 
effects of medication.  One man was a chronic asthmatic and prolonged talking would leave him 
short of breath.  A few other participants had been heavily medicated prior to interviews and had 
difficulty staying awake, let alone answering questions!  In these situations interviews were kept 
brief or postponed to another day when the person was more receptive.  There were also some 
issues that were never discussed because of the emotional intensity associated with them.  For 
example, many people did not wish to go into great detail about their offending history.  
A Concrete Frame of Reference 
 Many people with intellectual disability can find it difficult to understand complex 
grammatical phrases or abstract concepts (Booth & Booth, 1996).  A person may have problems 
describing how they are feeling internally and relating to and even fully understanding diagnostic 
terms such as “intellectual disability” (Finlay & Lyons, 2001).  There may also be difficulties in 
placing life events in a temporal order (Biklen & Moseley, 1988) (see Damon’s example in Table 
1).   
Submissiveness and Lack of Self Esteem  
 Studies such as those of Leudar, Fraser and Jeeves (1981) have found a general 
submissiveness from people with mild intellectual disabilities when they engaged in 
conversations with both familiar and unfamiliar people without intellectual disabilities (see 
Matthew’s example in Table 1).  Hatton (1998b) argues further that adults with intellectual 
disability can be conversationally competent, but may not display this competency if they 
perceive the other person to be of higher status.  Care must be taken to ensure that when 
interviewed people with intellectual disability do not feel patronized or inadequate because of the 
interactional style of the researcher (Booth & Booth, 1996).   
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Credibility of Interview Responses 
 Credibility in responses of people with intellectual disability can be compromised by 
several factors, including issues such as: 
• A poor or inconsistent memory for events – the person may have a strong present 
orientation and have difficulty with dates, numbers and temporal sequencing of their 
story  (Lloyd, Gatherer, & Kalsy, 2006); 
• Confabulated or meaningless responses (Lloyd et al., 2006) (see Mario’s example in 
Table 1); 
• Difficulty in responding to abstract or socially reflexive questions or those relating to 
unfamiliar situations (Finlay & Lyons, 2001).    
Although credibility of a person’s story may sometimes come into question, this should not 
undermine what the person is communicating at that point in time.  Some of the means in which 
to develop a more coherent story with a person with intellectual disability are explained further 
in this paper, but primarily, the interviewer should regard responses at a given time as the reality 
of the storyteller, and perhaps a way of understanding a person’s desires for his or her life.  
It is impossible not to have the views of the interviewer within the final story, but it is also 
important that these views are not imposed onto the story, for by doing so we may ‘colonize 
the other’ and exploit his or her views (Fine, 1998).  
Lack of Detail in Accounts 
 In this study, the degree to which responses from people with intellectual disability were 
at a level rich enough for qualitative research varied greatly (see Damon’s example in Table 1).  
This may or may not present as a problem in other contexts of social work practice, as social 
workers may already know a lot more than the person is actually telling them and 
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therefore incorporate this knowledge within the story with the person’s permission.  For 
this study, the researcher was able to construct stories with every person, but some people were 
able to take more responsibility for structuring the story than others.   
Researcher’s Influence 
The researcher may also significantly influence the content of what is said in interviews 
(see Kylie’s example in Table 1).  It is also important to consider how the person with 
intellectual disability perceives the researcher, and how the researcher perceives the participant 
and what influence these factors may have on the story (Goodley, 1996).  These dynamics are 
not unlike those found in social worker-client relationships.  However, social workers may also 
have power over certain resources that the person wants or needs, and therefore the social 
worker must be mindful of these inequities and consider how this may influence the 
interaction.  
The evolution of the researcher-participant relationship varied in this study according to 
who was being interviewed and their motivations for being interviewed.  Sometimes, people 
referred to the researcher as their carer or friend; as a source of information – other times the 
researcher was seen as a threat to their privacy, or a professional who could report illegal 
behaviour to authorities.  All these dynamics needed to be managed carefully, with clear 
communication about research boundaries and reaffirmation of the voluntary nature of 
participation in the study.  Continual reflection or “researcher reflexivity” was crucial in both the 
collection and interpretation of data (Goodley, 1996). 
Communicative Tools and Strategies 
 There are a range of strategies and tools a social worker can use in life story work with 
people with intellectual disability.  Rapport must be built with the person, and consideration 
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needs to be given to the timing and pace of communication (Community Living Program, 2000).   
Questions are best asked in Easy English, ensuring the practitioner’s dialogue is brief and clear 
in meaning (Booth & Booth, 1996).  Visual tools such as life maps are also beneficial in that they 
can symbolise what the person is saying and place life events in a meaningful order for the 
person (Gray & Ridden, 1999).  This study employed the use of an interview topic guide and 
involved the co-construction of life maps (see Table 2 and Figure 1).  A process of member 
checking with people throughout the interviews was also employed (see Figure 2).  (These 
figures are not to scale, and would normally be in larger clearer font for people to read or would 
use photographic illustrations to impart meaning).  These processes allowed for collaboration 
between the researcher and the person being interviewed,  and greater credibility and 
understanding of the story of the person with intellectual disability (Gillman, 2008). 
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Table 2 
 Interview Topic Guide 
Possible topics for discussion 
• Expectations of prison life 
• Entry into prison 
• Daily life in prison 
• Problems/Opportunities in Prison 
• Needs in prison 
• Relationships in prison 
• Parole applications 
• Leaving prison 
• Daily life now 
• Future 
18 
 
 
Figure 1: Damon’s Life Map 
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Figure 2: Member Checking Process (Knox et al., 2000, p. 52) 
Building Relationships 
The initial times of interaction in life story work can be valuable in identifying a person’s 
communication style, noticing both verbal and non-verbal means of communication and assisting 
people to express themselves freely (Lloyd et al., 2006).  It is also an important time to check a 
person’s willingness to be involved in life story work, as verifying informed consent with people 
with intellectual disability can be a continuous process (refer to researcher’s other article on 
ethics of life story work (Ellem, Wilson, Chui, & Knox, 2008)). 
 An essential part of building relationships with people with intellectual disability is to 
ensure a non-threatening environment (Booth & Booth, 1994).  In the researcher’s study, there 
was a need to treat some issues with great care.  In particular, disability labels needed to be used 
sensitively, as the majority of participants regarded the intellectual disability label as highly 
stigmatizing and did not identify themselves as having such a disability.  Care was also taken 
Checking what 
was talked about 
last time 
Agreement on 
what we talk 
about today 
Interview 
Deciding what 
we will talk 
about next time 
Kathy working on 
the information 
afterwards 
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when recording interviews, as the presence of the digital recorder was anxiety provoking for two 
participants.  One woman was concerned about her privacy being undermined and one man had a 
negative experience of being recorded in police interviews.   These two participants opted to 
have notes taken rather than be recorded for interviews.   Other sensitive issues included 
disclosure of crimes committed, relationships with family members, issues around personal 
competence, and experiences of sexual and physical abuse. All of these issues need to be 
considered in light of the purpose of the life story work, the degree of potential harm to the 
person and to others in disclosing certain issues, and the ethical and professional duties of the 
interviewer (for more discussion see (Ellem et al., 2008)).   
Content is More Important than Sequence 
 Although a person with intellectual disability may have difficulty identifying important 
dates and describing their story in a temporal order, it is essential for the interviewer to 
remember that he or she is working with the storyteller’s reality and not their own (Stalker, 
Gilliard, & Downs, 1999).  Whatever is expressed by individuals at any given time represents 
that person’s perspective and therefore captures some of their life.  For example, Mario’s 
discussion about his girlfriend buying him a new boat after only knowing him for two days (see 
figure 1) may have seemed implausible, but it also reflected Mario’s need for impression 
management and his desire to have an intimate relationship. 
 When a person’s story becomes a bit confusing to the interviewer, it may also be an 
indicator that a different communicative approach needs to be adopted (Booth & Booth, 1996).    
The researcher found the following questions on her process useful for self-reflection (see Finlay 
& Lyons, 2001 for further ideas): 
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Using a Support Person 
The use of a support person is another way of addressing some of the communicative 
challenges in life story work.  The term “support person” is used here to refer to someone who 
knows the person with intellectual disability well, such as a family member, friend or worker.  
With consent from the person with intellectual disability, such a person can provide factual and 
biographical information about the participant’s life and family structures which may assist the 
person in telling their story.  However, support people should not be used to validate the 
participant’s feelings or perceptions (Rodgers, 1999).   
Three of the participants with intellectual disability were assisted in interviews by having 
a support person present.  The support person was a paid worker in all three interview 
arrangements.    On a very practical level, the support person could help work out with the 
person a suitable time to meet for subsequent interviews because he or she had knowledge of 
what the participant would be doing during the week.  Other times, the support person could 
encourage the participant to speak and help clarify the person’s responses if needed without 
causing offence.  Most importantly, support people gave emotional support to participants 
around sensitive issues.  They would often affirm that the participant had come a long way since 
the time he or she had offended, and could place the offending behaviour within the social 
context it occurred in order to give the story a more human element. 
Are questions too abstract? 
Can key life events common to many people be discussed to help the 
person talk about their own life? 
Does the person need visual prompts such as photos or other pictures to 
aid understanding?  
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There were, however, challenges in using support people in interviews that those 
embarking on life story work should be made aware, and it is suggested that at least one 
interview is conducted with the person with intellectual disability alone.   Most of the challenges 
with support people related to power dynamics, where the person with intellectual disability 
deferred to the support person, seeing that person as more knowledgeable.  One support person 
dominated the interview, presenting a challenge as to whose story was being told.  In another 
interview, the support person became a distraction, because the person with intellectual disability 
was eager to get on with planned activities with the worker after the interview.   
Disengaging with Participants 
 The process of disengaging with the person telling the story is also an important 
process in life story work.  This involves being mindful of the role and responsibilities one 
has to the person telling the story (Labaree, 2002), and avoiding expectations of continuing 
friendship which may not be realized (Stalker, 1998).  The researcher in this study 
occasionally needed to remind participants of her role and indicate when the series of 
interviews may be coming to an end.  The same could be applied to social workers in the 
context of their relationship with service users. 
The Publication of Stories and Other Uses for Stories 
 There are many uses for life stories of people with intellectual disability.  The way in 
which the final product is used (if one considers a story ever to be final) will depend on who 
initiated the story, who wrote the story and who owns the story (Atkinson & Walmsley, 1999).  
The stories from the researcher’s study were initiated by the researcher, de-identified and used as 
part of a broader doctoral thesis.  Although participants were able to keep a copy of their story to 
do with as they wished, the stories themselves were not originally created as therapeutic 
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documents.  In contrast, life stories in the context of social work practice may be used in other 
ways, including as an adjunct to traditional case files and care plans (Meininger, 2006); or as a 
way of tracking down family or friends (Atkinson, 2005); or as the beginnings of alternative 
stories that will assist people to overcome problems they may be facing (Morgan, 2000).  
Whatever the use, the documentation of the person’s knowledge and skills is of great assistance 
to the person and to those around them (Payne, 2006). 
Conclusion 
 Eliciting the stories of vulnerable people, such as people with intellectual disability, 
resonates with the profession’s commitment to social justice and to liberating the voices of 
people who traditionally been silenced by society (Owens, 2007). This article has demonstrated 
the use of a life story method in research with ex-prisoners who have an intellectual disability. 
The specific issues identified are linked to strategies that promote effective communication with 
people with an intellectual disability.  It is contended that life story methods assist a person in 
this vulnerable group to draw together his or her own view of often difficult and public lives 
which, all too often, are reduced to partialised and perhaps judgmental file entries.   In many 
practice environments focusing on people with intellectual disability, while the rhetoric is 
responding to the whole person, the reality is often a focus on a particular issue within the 
context of available resources.  Life story method highlights the importance of equitable and 
ongoing relationships as a means of giving primacy to the voice of people with intellectual 
disability in day-to-day practice.  By maintaining this focus, it is possible to at least ameliorate 
some of the negative consequences arising from issue based practice. 
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